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Abstract  
Objective: This research investigates older people’s use of transportation to develop 
strategies for age-friendly transportation within the community. 
Methods: Data for this study was derived from Global Positioning System (GPS) 
tracking of thirteen people aged 55 years and older, together with self-report 
information recorded in travel diaries about daily activities undertaken outside the 
home over a period of seven days. Semi-structured interviews were aided by 
individual maps to investigate engagement in out-of-home activities and verify the 
recorded GPS data.  
Results: Overall, participants were highly reliant on the car for daily commuting. 
Walking, biking and public transport options were unattractive due to environmental 
conditions, accessibility and usability.  
Conclusion: Participation within the community and access to services is facilitated 
by private and public transportation. It is therefore critical to address accessibility and 
usability issues faced by older people to enable them to maintain their mobility, and 
ensure access to services, especially when driving ceases.  
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BACKGROUND 
In recognition of an ageing population the policy framework Active Ageing (World 
Health Organization, 2002) was established to support healthy ageing. This 
framework promotes participation as one of three main determinants of active ageing 
along with health and security, and encompasses both social (recreation, 
socialisation, cultural, educational and spiritual activities) and civic (paid and unpaid 
work) involvement (World Health Organization, 2007). Research shows a high 
degree of variability in older people participation levels because of factors such as 
the range of activities in which they engage, as well as the time they spend alone 
and in the company of others. A report (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1999) on 
time-use by older people (aged 65 years and over) shows that on average, the 
majority of older adult time was spent on recreation/leisure, unpaid work, personal 
care, social participation and paid work. Although the majority of older people’s time 
was found to be spent with others, those living alone spent far more of their waking 
time alone. 
Access to affordable transportation is a key to enable participation within the 
community (World Health Organization, 2002). Findings from a number of studies 
that have examined driving cessation and its link to activity in later life provide some 
insight into the extent transportation acts as a determinant of the activity pattern of 
older people. Marottoli et al. (2000) for example found a strong relationship between 




Kim and Richardson (2006) found that older people who give up driving need 
alternative transport options to facilitate greater levels of out-of-home activity, 
especially for higher order activities (Kim & Richardson, 2006). The shift from being a 
driver to a non-driver forces older people to rely on public or alternative forms of 
transport (such as taxis, family and friends) for travelling beyond walking distance. 
While public transport potentially allows older people the opportunity to avoid 
unwanted dependence on family and friends by providing an option which preserves 
their capacity to travel independently, research suggests that it is also fraught with 
problems for older age groups. Broome et al. (2009) concluded that the use of buses 
is an issue for a large proportion of older people, due to poor usability of and 
accessibility to busses. These findings are consistent with the results of an 
Australian study that focused on older people living in inner Sydney (Dent et al., 
1999) where one third of the sample had difficulties using public transport, 29% had 
difficulties with both public and private transport, and 15% were deprived of any 
transportation. 
There is currently little insight into the extent different modes of transport are related 
to both kilometers traveled and engagement in out-of-home activities of older people. 
This study uses real time travel data of older people in combination with qualitative 
interviews to develop an understanding of older people’s use of transportation and 
therefore is able to inform strategies for age-friendly communities. 
 
METHODS 
The sample used for this study (n=13) was drawn from a larger sample of 49 men 
and women recruited to participate in an Australian Research Council Linkage 
project The neglected dimension of community liveability: impact on social 
connectedness and active ageing. The participants lived in low density suburbs in 
Brisbane (Australia). The sample comprises eight men and five women, aged 
between 57 and 87 years. 
The data for this study was collected using lightweight GPS devices, worn by 
participants every time they left home, for seven consecutive days. Participants 
wrote travel diaries for the same timeframe, including a brief questionnaire. Semi-
structured interviews were aided by individual maps (Google Earth) showing the 
individual movements and activities of the participant.  
The GPS data and travel diaries were used to classify mode of transport. The 
interview data was coded and analysed in terms of participant perceptions of the 
transportation system. Categories were devised for each of the different modes of 
transport and recreational activities. 
 
RESULTS 
Table 1 summarizes the daily average kilometres travelled by transport option. 
Commuting by car was the main transport option used during the tracking period. 
Nine participants (P1-P9) travelled more than 90% of the kilometre commuted by 
car; four of these participants (P6-P9) also walked for travel (1-6% of kilometre 
travelled) and two of these participants (P7, P9) used also the bus (6-7% of kilometre 
travelled). Two participants (P3, P4) within this group participated in recreational 
walking or biking, but did not travel walking or biking. Two participants did not drive 
themselves (P9, P10) and another two did not use a car at all (P12, P13), from which 
one (P13) walked everywhere. Public transport was used by five participants (P7, 
P9, P10, P11, and P12). While four of these five participants used public transport 
 
 
for 5-7% of the kilometres travelled, one participant travelled by train for 59% of 
kilometres travelled (P12). 
 
Table 1: Daily average kilometres travelled by transport options and participant 
 Participant car usage for commuting 









 P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 
Demographics              
Age  65 71 75 80 84 63 63 80 87 57 72 67 69 
Gender Male   x x x x     x     x x x 
Female x         x x   x x       
Tracked travel behaviour (km)     
Active 
Transport Walk      
0.1 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.6 0.2   6.3 
Bike      
     1.0   24.8   
Car Drove myself 35.4 33.7 66.8 29.4 16.1 24.1 18.2 5.8    9.5    
Someone else 
drove 
1.9 5.2  1.0 
  
 0.9 13.6 8.7      
Unspecified  
2.2  3.3 
  
          
Public 
transport Bus       
1.2  0.8 0.8 0.8    
Train          
   36.3   
Ferry          
 1.2 0.1   
Taxi          
 1.0 
  
Recreational Walk  
0.4 0.1 




  2.8 
          
 
Participants P9, P10, P12 and P13 had different reasons for not driving during the 
data collection period. P10 and P12 could not afford to have a car; P13 was 
temporarily not driving due to health conditions, while P9 has never had a driving 
license. While giving up the car appeared to have positive benefits for P10 (I love not 
having the responsibility), P12 and P13 experienced not driving as an unsatisfactory 
situation. For one of them it meant to be restricted (Well I used to drive... but now I’m 
grounded - P13), while the other highlighted that access to a car would give the 
means to again use this as the preferred mode of transport (I’ll just go in the car - 
P12). The non-driving participants were found to travel a far smaller distance per day 
than drivers with the exception of P12, who travelled for work. Therefore, non-drivers 
were found to use a smaller area of their respective communities compared to 
participants who drove. 
The participants were unlikely to use transport alternatives to the car. Environmental 
conditions within the study area (As long as you don’t mind walking up the hill - P7) 
and safety issues (I don’t really feel safe riding on the roads - P10), made the use of 
alternative transport options unattractive. Shared space between walkers and bikers 
were found to create safety issues and anger (It's shared with pushbikes, shared 
 
 
with joggers; very rude people - P8). Active commuting was found exhausting and 
therefore impeding other activities (I object to having to sleep all the time - P1). The 
use of public transport, especially buses, was disliked by most participants for 
reasons such as longer travel time (I start walking into the city and quite often I beat 
the bus into the city - P13), usability (The buses aren't made to drop down so that 
you could wheel the walkers up - P4), and accessibility (There is no access to buses 
here - P5).  
IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 
Mobility of an ageing population is an urgent topic for policy development and 
practice. It is critical to identify the extent transportation hinders or promotes active 
ageing and the different modes of transport that are accessible to and used by older 
people. It is their connection to differences in levels of out-of-home activity that is 
also vital. The negative impact of driving cessation on participation in out-of-home 
activities (Marottoli et al., 2000) and the difficulties of older people using public 
transportation (Broome et al., 2009; Dent et al., 1999) illustrate the importance of 
developing an inclusive, age-friendly transportation system. In order to develop 
effective practice outcomes, practitioners should consider the extent transportation 
hinders or promotes engagement in services for older people. 
While mobility studies using GPS tracking exist, the real time measurement of older 
people commuting using GPS is still limited in gerontology. The mixed methods 
approach of GPS tracking, travel diaries and interviews provides therefore, an 
effective approach to develop a comprehensive understanding of older peoples 
travel behavior. This means that service providers and policy makers can be 
informed by detailed and complex data of real-time transportation use and out-of-
home activities of the older people. This enables barriers and facilitators of mobility 
in older age to be identified so as to initiate and create age-friendly communities. 
Retrofitting the community to be safe for walking and biking is one such example. 
Though this study included a small sample size and exaggerated activity levels may 
have been recorded, these results do provide comprehensive data and promotes the 
need for future research which focuses on the impact of transportation on 
participation in out-of-home activities. 
 
SUMMARY 
Transportation is the key to facilitating opportunities for older people and to maximize 
their participation in out-of-home activities as a means to meet active ageing 
objectives. Future research is needed to explore how transportation can facilitate 
older people’s participation within the community.  
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